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Introduction

In 1741, a slave master in Roxbury, Massachusetts, believed one of his 
enslaved women had stolen money from him, but she “deny’d” any 
involvement. Unconvinced by her pleas of innocence, the master “gave 
her the Discipline; upon which she confess’d she had.” Turning to physi-
cal coercion was natural to the slave master. Most early Americans 
believed that corporal punishment was an effective means of reform-
ing petulant slaves. Indeed, the narrative of events justified violence 
because only when the master whipped the enslaved woman was she 
honest. In her confession, she admitted giving the money she had sto-
len to another slave named London. London denied taking the money, 
even after money was found on him. London’s and the enslaved woman’s 
masters “thought proper to whip him till they could bring him to it, but 
in vain, for he would own nothing of it.”1 London’s refusal to admit fault 
made the beating harsher, and the masters tied him down and whipped 
him repeatedly until he could no longer walk. The article in the Boston 
Post Boy reported the incidents without questioning the ethics of the 
punishment or portraying the enslaved persons’ versions of the events.

Legally and socially dependent peoples, such as London and the en-
slaved woman, are the central figures of this narrative.2 Until the end of 
the eighteenth century, slaves, wives, and youthful servants all lived in 
a society that condoned their corporal punishment and hindered their 
access to justice and safety. Everyday Crimes is a study of their experi-
ences in Massachusetts and New York, but the broader geographic areas 
of New England and the Northeast provide context and examples for the 
varied lives covered. A major cause of most early Americans’ acceptance 
of using corporal punishment against individuals such as London was 
that they were legally and socially dependent peoples. Early Americans 
believed that youthful servants, slaves, and wives needed the oversight 
of guardians for their own well- being and the good of larger communi-
ties, and legal texts prescribed the status of youthful servants, slaves, 
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and wives. The guardianship of children and young adults transferred 
to their masters upon becoming servants or apprentices, husbands had 
authority over their wives, and masters had extensive powers over slaves. 
With the emergence of gradual and immediate emancipation in New 
York and Massachusetts, free African Americans join our story. Eman-
cipation initiated trends in violence against free African Americans 
aimed at limiting their mobility, economic prospects, and family life, 
and laws established their status as lesser than whites. Whites no longer 
had direct and legal guardianship over adult African Americans, but 
laws and social practices meant they were often in the households of 
whites.3 With the exception of free African Americans, most of this nar-
rative is dedicated to the dependent’s resistance to violence perpetrated 
by legal guardians. This focus elucidates how rationalizations of violence 
against dependent peoples occurred and the ways resistance to violence 
reshaped ideas regarding the rights of dependents.

Local communities decided what cases were criminal. In Mas-
sachusetts and New York, early Americans largely accepted corporal 
punishment of legally dependent peoples so long as it was used as a 
reformative tool and not taken to extremes, and this was unlike other 
cases of violence against more legally empowered peoples. Corporal 
punishment against legally empowered persons was only acceptable in 
a context of court- ordered punishment for crimes.4 In cases when le-
gally empowered individuals brought suits about assaults or murders, 
governments and communities recognized their right to bear witness 
and tried cases based on evidence and merit. This was not uniformly 
the case with legal dependents. After the slave masters beat London, he 
was “unty’d and laid on the Grass, and being carry’d home dyed soon 
after.” Rather than acknowledging that the slave masters caused the 
death, the community created alternatives to excuse the slave masters’ 
roles in London’s death. Boston Evening Post reported it was “gener-
ally tho’t, that being very old, his laying with his fore Body upon cold 
Ground expos’d to the Dew and open Air in the evening was a means 
of hastening his Death.” Limited medical knowledge allowed for these 
kinds of explanations, but the lack of concern expressed in the article 
over London’s death suggests other intentions. Even more fantastically, 
the article said that some believed London “was sullen, and died, as it 
were out of Spite,” thus blaming London for his own murder.5 Armed 
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with this rationale, whites constructed explanations for their violence 
and did not question the morality of violence nor did they consider 
slaves’ perspectives. For many, physical punishment played a role in 
creating an orderly society by hindering bad behavior and punishing 
offenders.6 Had London and the enslaved woman continued commit-
ting theft successfully, they could have weakened slavery and societal 
trust in the authority of masters by showing how the enslaved out-
smarted the largely white population.

When assaults and murders went unpunished, it often meant no per-
petrator could be found or that the community felt no public breach of 
the peace occurred. In the case of a slave such as London, it was clearly 
the latter. The slaveholders admitted they intended to beat London until 
he confessed, but in the absence of London’s declaration of guilt, the 
only restraint on their conduct was their own exhaustion or their fears 
he would die. Certainly, no repercussions would be forthcoming, and 
the slave masters knew this.

Though cases such as London’s show little would be done to protect 
slaves murdered by their masters, this was not the norm for other le-
gally dependent peoples. Studying resistance to violence from multiple 
perspectives in early America shows the ways inequalities intersected 
and differed.7 Murdered, maimed, or especially badly beaten wives and 
youthful servants had some redress, and their abusers could suffer crim-
inal trials and penalties. Intersectional analysis uncovers why differing 
rationalizations of violence were accepted and reveals the flexibility of 
early Americans in adapting violence to the social order. The righteous-
ness of servitude and marriage became questionable if abuse became 
extreme and repeated, and if the victim acted in good faith. This was 
not always the case with slavery. Rather than inhibiting violence against 
African Americans, whites’ fears of retaliatory violence issued by slaves 
was used to rationalize extensive violence against slaves. Assuring that 
African Americans were orderly was a priority, and many early Ameri-
cans characterized the government’s and masters’ disabling or murder-
ous violent acts against them as protection for whites. Yet not all African 
Americans were the same— black women, men, and children each had 
distinctive circumstances that were “not the sum” of adding race to ideas 
about childhood, gender, or poverty.8 African American children in the 
early republic, for example, received assistance from whites more often 
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than African American adults in cases of cruelty, but children’s status as 
servants or slaves was often the most legally settled and accepted.

Legally dependent people had to find a means of protesting abuse 
in a society that accorded them with lesser status than those who were 
empowered to abuse them. As London’s situation makes clear, their very 
survival demanded it. Slaves, wives, and youthful servants did not have 
the same legal rights as husbands and masters, making their legal and 
extralegal protests difficult to locate in historical records. However, the 
resistance of legally dependent people shows the boundaries of masters’ 
and husbands’ authority, as well as the extent to which whites would be 
allowed to harass African Americans in the era of emancipation. From 
the colonial era, slaves, servants, and wives established four main meth-
ods of seeking help and asserting their right to safety. First, they sought 
allies who could assist them in finding safe spaces or intervene on their 
behalf. These allies would be essential in their second tactic: reporting 
violence to legal authorities. Justices of the peace (JPs), judges, and juries 
offered more favorable outcomes when the abused had witnesses who 
could attest to the violence they experienced. Access to JPs was uneven 
for wives, youthful servants, and slaves. In New York, slaves did not have 
the right to testify against whites, and children and young adults in the 
United States would lose some of their authority in legal matters by the 
nineteenth century as legal theories, in addition to judges and juries, 
questioned their competence. Third, when allies could not be located 
or legal options did not appear fruitful, wives, servants, and slaves ran 
from their abusive situations. Moments of societal dislocation, such as 
the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812, were particularly oppor-
tune times to seek self- emancipation. Finally, many individuals chose 
to use violence to combat their subordinate status or abusive situation. 
Arson, assaults, riots, murders, and planned uprisings were among the 
many tactics used by legal dependents to resist violence. The question of 
whether nonviolent or violent tactics could best alter civil and structural 
liabilities has been an issue for activists since the colonial era.

Resistance revealed the human and civil rights issues of legal and so-
cial dependency and, most important, the rights of individuals to live 
without violent molestation. Modern interpretations of human rights 
hold that certain basic rights exist for all persons. Human rights are not 
granted by an authority, and they include rights to safety, protection from 
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compulsory labor, and freedom from torture. This study reveals how in-
dividuals asserted their belief in the human rights to safety and freedom 
from coercive labor, and concomitantly, how this resistance affected the 
ideas of the legally empowered. In their resistance, wives, slaves, and 
youthful servants showed a keen understanding that the assaults they 
experienced were neither just nor reformative— they were dangerous 
and wrong.9 Without legally and socially dependent peoples protesting 
the violence used against them, the emergence of human rights and hu-
manitarian discourses aimed at ameliorating their abuse and suffering is 
impossible to imagine.10 Human rights advocacy and humanitarianism 
are often situated as movements that begin with antislavery activism in 
the nineteenth century.11 Wife, servant, and slave resistance to violence 
shows efforts by the legally dispossessed to shed light on cruelty prior to 
the full awakening of humanitarianism in western society. African Amer-
icans, wives, and youthful servants lived in a world in which the perspec-
tives of masters, husbands, and more broadly whites were predominant. 
In bearing their scars and telling their stories, dependent persons put 
their narratives about abuse on the map to be discovered. They forced 
would- be allies to visualize their pain and suffering.

Though legal activism for civil rights is most often associated with the 
twentieth-  and twenty- first- century battles to end racial segregation and 
expand marriage rights, dependents targeted and identified legal advo-
cacy to advance their freedoms and safety from the colonial era.12 In 
protesting violence, legally subject peoples challenged communities and 
the criminal justice system to deal with their complaints, thus creating 
an argument about their rights to testify and bear witness against their 
masters, husbands, and aggressive whites. Cases of abuse forced com-
munities to mediate different perspectives and learn about the effects 
of violence on dependents’ daily lives. Although each petition to a JP or 
government authority might not have resulted in a win, the government 
did have to make decisions with the input of community members on 
how to handle violence. Legal cases established and maintained com-
munity standards about abuse and had the power to chip away at the 
immunity of whites, masters, and husbands to abuse African Americans, 
youthful servants, and wives.

Locating and developing allies in the quest for safety was essential, 
and such partnerships are a common trend in civil rights activism in 
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United States history.13 The first allies for legally dependent people 
were each other— and their planned resistance and building of support 
networks were crucial. Encouraging individuals outside of one’s social 
group to act was onerous and often took repeated attempts. Until the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, the belief that corporal punish-
ment promoted order was deeply entrenched in the North, and slaves, 
wives, and servants could not ask for protection unless they had proven 
themselves to be worthy of interdiction. Similar psychological motiva-
tions exist today in individuals’ decisions to assist others. Often, people 
do not want to help those who they perceive as to blame for their situ-
ation.14 The relationships created out of these moments required diplo-
matic feats of legally dependent peoples, who had to balance their own 
claims for safety with the presumed authority of those who assaulted 
them. Even with those limitations, the relationships that were developed 
with household members, bystanders, and neighbors created knowledge 
about the realities of violence that moved people to act. Allies helped 
alter violent situations, but they also cooperated to end some of the legal 
and social impairments of dependent peoples. In early America, lawyers 
and other compassionate community members cooperated to overturn 
slavery, limit the use of corporal punishment, and curtail the legal pow-
ers masters and husbands held.

One of the major factors in the success of protests against violence 
was the ability of dependent peoples to connect their plight with other 
social movements and trends. From the Enlightenment, philosophers 
criticized corporal punishment, and new theories of childhood develop-
ment would gain steam during the eighteenth century to include larger 
criticisms about the use of force. By the nineteenth century, north-
easterners were revising their legal codes to reduce public and capital 
punishments, and this altered the landscape of violence, reducing the 
visibility of it in public spaces.15

Studying resistance reveals the social economy of violence built and 
maintained in Massachusetts and New York. “Social economy of vio-
lence” is a term used to describe the social, cultural, and governmental 
systems that permitted certain people and institutions to commit acts of 
violence against peoples, as when the slave masters murdered London 
without interdiction or when states and colonies executed criminals. An 
often- unspoken agreement existed among individuals to accept violent 
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acts as appropriate or necessary in certain cases. Those who witnessed 
the violence against London chose not to intervene by either reporting it 
to authorities or directly assisting him. Social economies of violence are 
not static, and individuals and their communities built environments in 
which violence was ignored or unpunished. Governments created and 
sustained the social economy of violence by producing and enforcing 
laws that characterized violence against dependents as part of a process 
of organizing social relations. In some cases, governments passed laws 
to protect individuals from abuse and murder but failed to enforce them. 
In addition, governments punished certain groups more harshly than 
others, thereby naturalizing and maintaining knowledge that youthful 
servants, wives, and slaves were more appropriate to discipline and pun-
ish than others. The culture of early America was hostile to the indepen-
dence of people of color, women, and minors, and this, too, supported 
the social economy of violence.16 Their status as subject peoples was 
clear, and this allowed for some violence to occur without reprisal.

Resistance to violence could have the unintended effect of supporting 
the social economy of violence. The social economy of violence had a 
circular logic to it, and depictions and acts of cruelty— even those pro-
testing its dehumanizing qualities— normalized the use of it.17 When 
slaves, wives, and youthful servants engaged in violent acts or verbal 
threats, they perpetuated pre- existing ideas about dependents that exag-
gerated their passionate natures, as well as their moral and intellectual 
deficiencies to make rational decisions.18 Acts of violence by dependent 
peoples threatened society, and the government’s role was to construct 
an infrastructure of laws and policing that supported safety. Laws and 
the criminal justice system stipulated harsher punishments for wives, 
slaves, and servants for their violence against masters and husbands, and 
in the early republic, the criminal justice system was eager to discipline 
and punish free African Americans. The power of violent resistance was 
that it impacted more than its direct victims, striking fear in those with 
authority. News and gossip about poisonings, arson, assaults, and riots 
could be as powerful as witnessing the actual events, leading individu-
als to wonder if violent retribution was a possibility in their own homes 
and communities. Such thinking was particularly concerning during 
times of dislocation and war, when the loyalty of dependent peoples 
was needed but unreliable. Laws enacted in reaction to slave insurrec-
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tions are an example of the ways legislatures emboldened the power of 
masters in the wake of resistance. The narratives of violence created by 
the abused to resist violence could also end up supporting the social 
economy of violence. Tales of violence added to the already existing res-
ervoir of information that situated wives, slaves, and youthful servants 
as proper vessels upon which to inflict violence.

The people who fought against assaults and murders of dependent 
peoples in early America most often protested for and about particular 
individuals, and this is where civil rights activism in early America dif-
fered from that of other nineteenth-  and twentieth- century civil- rights 
movements. Defiance often started with the actual cries or pleas for 
help by the abused, who would later find allies, take their cases through 
courts, or flee. Cases of individual suffering moved people to intervene 
and could bring about significant changes in the rights of individuals. 
Modern studies of the effects of individualized narratives of violence and 
suffering show that people are more moved to act when narratives aim to 
inform the public about an individual over a group or class of people. In-
dividual stories draw people in and exploit the sympathies of readers and 
bystanders.19 People also feel more compelled to take action on behalf of 
individuals, as they can better relate to them, rather than social groups. 
Some allies would partner with the abused to fight for their broader civil 
rights by serving as witnesses, acting as legal counsel, or finding ways to 
share the story of their suffering in print. Medical doctors and lawyers, 
in particular, were often connected with larger movements to end cru-
elty in the Atlantic World.20 Others did not seek to expand the rights of 
youth, wives, and African Americans. They simply wanted to protect the 
peace in their communities or prevent disorders from occurring in the 
future. For this group, punishing abusers was a way to secure the author-
ity of masters and husbands and even governments. Though the motiva-
tions of those engaged in aid and resistance varied, the actions taken by 
those who protested violence were most often singular. These were not 
the mass and popular civil rights movements associated with later eras. 
Even the antislavery associations and the movement against corporal and 
capital punishments in the antebellum era would not constitute the kinds 
of mobilization realized in the twentieth century.

Because of the individualized nature of much of the contestation of 
violence in early America, it most often makes sense to study it through 
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the eyes of local communities. Though transatlantic and world histories 
offer us much in the way of understanding larger trends, the fight for 
freedom from violence was one that was directed from the bottom up. 
Indeed, unless initiated by slaves, wives, or youthful servants, it was rare 
that any action was taken on their behalf until the early nineteenth cen-
tury. Individuals suffering in bondage, in cruel marriages, and in a ra-
cially hostile society were not always connected to broader movements 
to foment social change. They reached out to the individuals nearest 
to them for empathy and assistance, making their plights best known 
in the local community. Many struggles for safety were also ultimately 
about freedom from abusers and abuse, and the ability to secure that 
freedom depended on several factors, including population size and 
geographic isolation. Targeting options to attain freedom meant taking 
in the context of the local community and fashioning an individualized 
plan. Local communities had their own social economies of violence 
and differential pathways to freedom and safety, though some similari-
ties exist across early America.

Situating this study in local contexts— primarily those of Massa-
chusetts and New York— allows for analysis of the ways emancipation, 
access to divorce, and changing conceptions of youth and childhood af-
fected the ways people resisted and tolerated violence. Though legal im-
pairments decreased, wives, youthful servants, and African Americans 
still struggled to find safety and combatted societal beliefs promoting 
their need for oversight and dependence. New York and Massachusetts 
did not simply replicate each other in these major transformations. Mas-
sachusetts (and New England) would more quickly offer options of di-
vorce and separation to abused wives, while New York would be among 
the last of the states to allow full access to divorce. New York would also 
be among the last of the northern states to begin a gradual emancipa-
tion of slaves, and only offered it in 1799 to the children born of slaves 
after that date when they reached the age of 25 (for women) and 28 (for 
men). The policies of the state related to their conservative reactions 
to the threat of violence from dependent peoples, the imperial crisis, 
and war. Massachusetts acted much more swiftly, and in 1783 became 
one of the first states to adopt emancipation. In other ways, New York 
outstripped Massachusetts in responding to the rights of the abused— 
New York developed and maintained processes for abused white ser-
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vants that resulted in white servants and apprentices attaining freedom 
at greater rates in the colonial era. Before New York was taken over by 
the English in 1664, it was a Dutch colony, called New Netherland, and 
the colony was more attuned to the rights of children and servants. Both 
Massachusetts and New Netherland would be organized by those inter-
ested in trade and development, and early modern trends in thoughts 
about gender, race, and generation meant similarities existed between 
some locations in New York and New England. Letter writing, reading, 
the economy, and travel meant the wider world intersected with local 
households, neighborhoods, towns, colonies, and later, states.

The freedoms of legally subordinate peoples often varied more be-
tween urban and rural areas in the same state or colony than from col-
ony to colony. Urban locales such as New York City and Boston play 
large roles in this study because resistance is most visible in areas where 
bystanders could readily intervene. As two of the largest cities in North 
America, New York and Boston were havens for runaways seeking ano-
nymity, and individuals had easier access to courtrooms. Regions such as 
Essex, Plymouth, Middlesex, and Worcester Counties in Massachusetts 
have rural areas and large and small towns, making different forms of re-
sistance necessary. Finding allies was critical to any intervention, which 
was often extralegal. Contrasting records from these locales provided 
an understanding of differing relationships to violence and demonstra-
tions against it. Upstate New York and Maine (part of Massachusetts Bay 
colony) provided the starkest contrast with these regions, with smaller 
populations and much greater isolation. Patterns there mimicked those 
of rural Massachusetts.

Though many acts of resistance were singular, resistance to violence 
grew during the early republic as wives, African Americans, and youth-
ful servants repeatedly pressed for safety. Recurring activism created a 
trend as more people turned to JPs and other persons with access to gov-
ernmental or legal authority to prevent or punish abuse. Taken together, 
individual protests against abuse altered the way cruelty was handled by 
communities. JPs, judges, and juries created and maintained practices 
that offered slaves, wives, and free African Americans greater access to 
freedoms and security than they had in earlier eras, which advanced 
their human and civil rights. Other escalations in resistance related to 
moments of opportunity. Wives, servants, and slaves ran away in greater 
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numbers during wartime, and elopement and runaway advertisements 
expanded knowledge about their flight. The threats they posed to secu-
rity and production created a groundswell of concern often related to 
the larger welfare of the United States. Knowing how dependent peoples 
secured and maintained rights to habeas corpus, to bear witness, and 
to serve as plaintiffs, among other rights, is key to understanding the 
growth of civil rights activism in the United States.

Protests against violence in early America are important to under-
stand because they shed light on how individuals perceived themselves, 
their rights, and community institutions. Wives, servants, and African 
Americans saw themselves as legitimately aggrieved, revealing their 
recognition that human and civil rights existed. Some forms of their 
resistance showed they believed local communities had a role in dis-
cerning what was acceptable. When they challenged abuse through 
legal means— in serving as plaintiffs in civil or criminal suits, petition-
ing the government, or writing and describing their abuse to others— 
they protested for their safety and inclusion in their communities and 
governmental processes.21 Studies of violence show that societies and 
individuals with lesser access to and faith in criminal justice systems 
sometimes turn to violence as a means of solving disputes.22 Wives, 
youthful servants, and slaves had reason to believe communities would 
not assist them, perhaps leading them to seek extralegal solutions to 
abuse when prudent. Sometimes extralegal actions solved immediate 
problems— as when individuals wanted to defend themselves during an 
assault. The ways the abused created support systems and protested to 
enhance their safety show reactions to the changing governmental and 
community norms about violence and their legal subordination.

This resistance was not wholly successful, and human rights and civil 
rights were not fully realized. Indeed, as I conducted research, analyzed 
data, and wrote up my findings, the United States grappled with public 
cases of violence against women and African Americans that resulted 
in the Black Lives Matter and #metoo movements. Historical analysis 
shows that the advancement of rights does not simply occur over time. 
Though some laws declared abuse wrongful in early America, communi-
ties often ignored violence against dependent peoples, choosing to view 
their abuse as proper and lawful even though it was harmful and dan-
gerous. It was during the colonial era that much of the social economy of 
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violence was built, and it did not evaporate during the eras of the Ameri-
can Revolution or early republic. In fact, by the eighteenth century, the 
power of masters and husbands grew. The successes in resistance lie in 
the creation of new partnerships and protections for dependent peoples. 
The social economy of violence proved flexible and persistent even as 
some individuals and communities showed an awakening to the prob-
lem of cruelty in society.

Though this narrative tells many stories, it does not tell all the sto-
ries; difficult choices were made about whom to discuss, which modes 
of violence to consider, and when topics entered this narrative. Anal-
ysis of children’s abuse by their parents is not a major theme, though 
constructions of childhood, youth, and guardianship are central to this 
narrative. Violence occurring in master- servant relationships in which 
victims were children or young adults is covered instead because it al-
lows for discussion of legal dependency based on age and provides a 
meaningful counterpoint to slavery. Servitude and marriage were both 
contractual in nature, and certain rights and expectations were part of 
those agreements. Exploring the contours of these relationships allows 
for meaningful approaches to the ways that poverty, race, and gender 
influenced experiences and access to resistance. Analysis of the vio-
lence against free African Americans in the colonial and revolutionary 
eras is not discussed thoroughly in the first section of this narrative, 
though free African Americans were important members of communi-
ties and suffered from targeted attacks on their independence. Enslaved 
wives are not a focus in the first section either. Interventions were rare 
and communities did not prioritize the safety and welfare of enslaved 
women.23 Free African Americans are included in part two of this nar-
rative, to follow the history of African Americans as they experienced 
freedom in greater numbers. Some forms of violence are not considered 
here. The violence studied in this text is physical, not verbal in nature, 
with murder and assaults being the most commonly addressed. Early 
Americans understood that slander, gossip, and scolding were problem-
atic for communities, and they targeted legally dependent peoples often 
in their prosecutions. Much literature exists on that topic and it informs 
this work, but space did not allow for a lengthy discussion of it as human 
rights to safety and freedom from torture are more pertinent.
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The deep research for this work covers a large period— from the co-
lonial era through the early republic— and decisions about where to 
investigate were calculated. The voices of women, youth, and African 
Americans are particularly difficult to locate in sources, but through 
careful examination of legal records, print literature, diaries, and letters a 
base of primary sources revealed how and when individuals sought help. 
The evidence presented here is not randomly chosen or anecdotal; the 
trends in the ways communities handled violence against legally depen-
dent people are clear. Legal records were particularly helpful in sorting 
through violence and resistance because the government was a popular 
space to settle disputes, and some extralegal resistance resulted in pun-
ishments. Finding the race of litigants was particularly difficult in the 
early national era. A comparison of plaintiffs’ names, occupations, and 
addresses with city directories and censuses helps identify litigants. Of 
course, not all violence was recorded and neither did legally dependent 
people always seek help from authority figures. Discovering numeri-
cal trends in violence against dependents is not possible or meaningful 
given these limitations in the early period. The many volumes of legal 
records examined in this study were meticulously recorded to discover 
changes in resistance, however. Resistance often resulted in the creation 
of laws and other processes codified by governments, so records of gov-
ernmental activity were additional sites of discovery. Access to educa-
tion and publishing meant published and private writing most often 
recorded the thoughts and perspectives of those empowered to abuse 
others, but reading these sources for signs of violence and dissent proved 
valuable, particularly after the eighteenth century. Some print literature 
created by and about dependent peoples has revealing insights into mo-
tivations and survival methods. Religious documents— ministers’ ser-
mons and some church records— provided indications of the ideologies 
of violence and the ways communities set standards about violence out-
side of the government. However, most religious communities (other 
than the Society of Friends, also called the Quakers) were not great sites 
of mediation and were more important in public discussions about vio-
lence. Words were not always followed up by action. Like today, many 
people wrote against the use of violence while they simultaneously ig-
nored the use of it in their communities.
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Part I explores the status of wives, youthful servants, and slaves during 
the colonial era in separate chapters, ensuring readers have a grounding 
of their status and experiences. Resistance to abuse in the colonial era 
most often focused on finding safety and freedom from abuse, but some 
activism pointed out the harmful nature of legal dependence and coer-
cive labor arrangements. By the eighteenth century, courts reduced their 
punishment of abusers, as patriarchal mandates empowering husbands 
and masters gained greater force. Wives, slaves, and youthful servants 
established means to survive and protest violence, but their agency in 
doing so fluctuated over time. Slaves suffered from the most extensive 
abuse, but wives and servants were not meaningfully protected by exist-
ing codes either, particularly as local courts became less active in penal-
izing their abuse. Intervention by allies was the key to finding safety and 
security in the colonial era.

Part II explores the way the imperial crisis and Revolutionary War 
impeded and enhanced previous opportunities to resist violence and 
abuse. Conservative ideologies and reactions to the crisis and war shored 
up some powers over wives and servants, but African Americans found 
pathways toward freedom and away from violence, as Massachusetts 
and other New England states ended slavery. From masters’ and hus-
bands’ perspectives, the loyalty of dependents took on increased impor-
tance, but new opportunities to resist proved both tempting and risky 
to wives, servants, and slaves. Running away and privately negotiating 
out of abusive situations were valuable options, because local courts 
and governments restricted adjudications and courts temporarily shut 
down in some regions. The imperial crisis marked a turning point in 
the arbitrations of servant abuse. Servants and apprentices decreasingly 
made use of civil suits as their power as plaintiffs and witnesses in the 
legal system declined. For slaves, government petitions and legal suits 
were among the more successful means of exposing their perspectives 
in Massachusetts, but like youthful servants, they also turned to military 
service to express their antipathy toward masters.

Part III illustrates how the surging protests of African Americans, 
wives, and servants in the early republic forced society to confront abuse 
and consider their human and civil rights, with each chapter focused 
on a decade of events and resistance. The early republic was marked by 
both opportunities and setbacks, as local communities sought to restore 
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or replace older orders. African Americans gained gradual emancipa-
tion in New York, but the northeast also adopted new measures aimed 
at reducing African Americans’ newfound independence. For wives and 
African Americans, legal strategies and ally- building were of primary 
importance in resistance during this era, as judges and juries proved ac-
cessible and optimal in redressing grievances. They secured their legal 
rights to access the courts, but justice was not equal, and they remained 
impaired in critical ways. Youthful servants saw a continuing decline in 
their ability to leverage legal suits and used private mediations through 
neighbors and family to support themselves, as their roles as servants 
and apprentices went through a major transformation. They also turned 
to violence. Records from the early republic are better preserved than 
those from earlier periods, and this allows for greater recognition of the 
ways urban versus rural contexts determined some of the resistance and 
assistance legally dependent peoples received. For those in rural areas, 
allies were essential to the fight, but they were difficult to locate, and in 
urban areas, associations and access to the government altered legal con-
testations of violence. The final chapter shows the impact that resistance 
had on the civil and human rights of African Americans, wives, and 
young adults, and some of the problems they would face in the antebel-
lum era as violence grew.

It’s no secret that the United States has a problem with violence, and 
it’s imperative we understand how our history plays a role in this. Echoes 
of the social and cultural institutions that rationalized violence in early 
America are visible today. As scholars of colonization and empire- 
building have shown, violence secures territories and maintains rule, 
and interpersonal conflict is also about power. Violence was critical to 
the founding of the colonies, to asserting independence, and to securing 
the republic.24 Our agency in creating or resisting cultures that condone 
violence is writ large in this narrative. The desire for security and safety 
goaded early Americans to use violence to assert authority, but they 
would act to delimit violence for stability when the case was made in a 
way that connected the goals of the powerful with those of dependents. 
Within this narrative, you will see moments of hope and clarity, as well 
as horrifying violence and powerlessness. Researching and writing about 
violence reveals the dark side of our institutions and human nature, but 
if we shy away from learning about violence, we miss an opportunity to 
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evaluate how our social and cultural institutions support it. Making the 
violence they suffered visible to the public was the priority of dependent 
peoples. In the past, socially and legally empowered people often chose 
to look away from the pain and suffering of others. They made laws that 
made it seem like protections existed but did not enforce them. Uncov-
ering the truths about how violence operates in society shows us how we 
arrived at this moment and, perhaps, what we can do to choose a better 
path forward.
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